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Introduction 


It is commonly understood that education is one of the most reliable paths to economic security— 
particularly for Black and Latinx people and for people from low-wealth families.+ But it is less well known 
that the greatest unmet labor market demand is for workers with “middle skills,” who have some 
postsecondary training but not a 4-year degree.2 


In the throes of an economic downturn, such as the fallout associated with COVID-19, people from all 
walks of life may find themselves in search of reemployment and additional training.? This brief 
summarizes findings from a recent study on the relative return to two training pathways to middle skills— 
credit-bearing and non-credit-bearing credentialing. Findings indicate that credit-bearing credentials yield 
significantly improved earnings of about $5,500 per year. 


What Are Credit- and Non-Credit-Bearing Credentials? 


This brief summarizes findings from a study that contrasted two potential paths to middle-skills training: 
(a) credit-bearing certification, including associate degree programs, and (b) non-credit-bearing 
certification, including certificate and licensure programs. Because the credit-bearing and non-credit- 
bearing programs often are in similar fields, such is the case for nurse’s aide or computer operations 
programs, the main difference between credit and noncredit programs are that noncredit programs are 
terminal in the sense that they are not designed to build toward an associate’s degree or a bachelor’s 
degree. 


The appeal of some noncredit programs is that they are shorter, occasionally less expensive, and even 
sometimes provided through an employer. The appeal of the credit-based programs is that they are more 
portable or have a flexible nature 
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The Landscape of Middle-Skill Training 


Because training access is not random, descriptive findings such as those presented in Exhibit 1 are 
insufficient to uncover the impact of a career training program on lifetime earnings. Consider, for 
example, child rearing: People are more likely to enroll in a training program that they perceive to be more 
challenging when they do not have children. And, the presence of children may reduce an individual’s 
earnings unrelated to their training.© 


In addition, where you live can have a tremendous influence on training access and, in turn, on training 
completion. Exhibit 2 illustrates that credit-bearing program completion is more prominent on the coasts, 
relative to non-credit-bearing program completion. And the reverse (a relative prominence for non-credit- 
bearing program completion) occurs inland. 


Exhibit 2. Program Completion Per Capita by United States Geography 
Credit-Bearing Programs Non-Credit-Bearing Programs 
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Source: An interactive map displaying the above is at http://public-air-national-map-ecmc.s3-website-us-east-1.amazonaws.com/; 
Data are from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System and Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act Records. 
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The Relative Impact of Credit-Bearing Versus Non-Credit-Bearing 
Training on Earnings 


Data Used in This Study 


This study analyzed data from the National 
Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 


associated with individuals who were aged 
18 to age 30 between 1997 and 2016. The 
study focused only on individuals who did 
not complete a 4-year degree within 6 
years of finishing high school. Profiles 
presented in Exhibit 1 are based on 
respondents’ highest educational 


attainment for 6,093 survey respondents. 


found that this increase in earnings is associated with both an 


increase in hours and hourly wage. 


The study on which this brief is based presents 
evidence on the impact of training on earnings, 
unrelated to geography and family status, as well as 
factors that remain constant across time. The 
findings indicate that overall, respondents who 
complete credit-bearing programs are employed at 
roughly the same rate as respondents who complete 
non-credit-bearing programs, but they earn about 
17% more annually (Exhibit 3). This typically equates 
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graduating high school or attaining a General Educational Development certificate. 
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How Can Policy Support More Credit-Bearing Credential Completion? 


The study findings discussed in this brief indicate that credit-bearing 
training improves earnings significantly more than non-credit-bearing 
training. As such, these findings indicate that policymakers and 
The largest study limitation educational institutions should consider ways to make credit-bearing 
was the inability to randomly credentials more accessible. Coupled with prior research evidence, 
the findings presented in this brief provide support for three 


assign students to credit- 


; ; strategies for improving students’ outcomes’: 
and non-credit-bearing 


programs. Although study Newly matriculating students may fare better with 
assistance in understanding how the evidence on 
different course-taking pathways best informs how they 
can meet their career goals and needs. 


models controlled for 
observed factors that change 


across time (e.g., work status ; ae ; 
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institutions to increase the portability of trainings by 


components of ability), there 
creating competency benchmarks for courses and tying 


were no controls for 
them to career pathways.® 


unobserved differences that 
There are also additional considerations that could be useful to 


understanding these findings. The relationship between 
credentialing pathway and an individuals’ field of study, background, 
and long-term interests may serve as important co-determinants for the findings presented herein. 


change across time. 


Employers, states, and workforce regulation boards should consider gathering ongoing evidence on the 
experiences and outcomes of diverse students’ in a range of training programs to enhance their 
understanding of the ability for a range of programs to serve them well. These data should aim to include 
information on the roles that credit-bearing and non-credit-bearing training programs play in facilitating or 
impeding students’ abilities to meet their education and career goals and succeed in life. Without careful 
data collection, evaluation, and support services, training programs and their stakeholders may 
undermine the longer-term successes of the students that they aim to provide. 
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